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North Collins Elementary School 


By Ethelyn Weller 


North Collins is located in south- 
western Erie County which was originally 
the home of the Erie and Kahquah tribes 
who were later absorbed by the Senecas. 
The name Erie means “cat” and is still 
preserved in the name of a great lake, a 
county, many streets, and a busy port in 
the State of Pennsylvania on Lake Erie. 
Jesuit missionaries came from Canada in 
the seventeenth century, but permanent 
settlements were not made until the eigh- 
teenth century. 
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In_1797 forty-two square miles_in 
Cattaraugus, Erie an autauqua Counties 
were designated as the Cattaraugus Indian 
Reservation. Its location modified in 1802, 
the Reservation was settled by the Seneca 
Nation, a mighty member of the great 
Iroquois Confederacy. 

At about the same time, this area 
known as Western New York was sold to 
Robert Morris, a financier and a signer of 
the Declaration of Independence. He 
established the Bank of Pennsylvania, and 
was a member of the Federal Convention 
of 1787. However, he lost too much in his 
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various investments and died ingloriously 
in a debtor’s prison. 

Soon after purchasing this vast tract 
of land, Morris sold his holdings to Amer- 
icans representing a Dutch syndicate known 
as the Holland Land Company. These spec- 
ulators then sold land to the pioneers. Thus, 
most of the early settlers in North Collins 
purchased _their_farms_from the Holland 
and Company. There was dissatisfaction 
among the farmers when some of the sales 
were proved to be illegal and they could 
not obtain clear titles. However, after court 
action the farmers were given clear titles. 


The entire area, known as Batavia, 
was divided into four towns in 1804: Bat- 
avia, Willink, Erie, and Chautauqua. The 
area of Erie County was further divided in 
1812 into towns, one of which was Con- 
cord. The town of Collins was separated 
from Concord in 1821. On November 24, 
1852, the County Board of Supervisors 
separated a part of Collins to be known as 
Shirley. This name was not popular, how- 


ever, and on June 24, 1853, the area was 
renamed North Collins by an act of the 
legislature. A farming area known as 
Shirley and a Shirley Road are the only 
reminders today of the earlier name. 

The first town meeting was held in 
March, 1853. Edwin W. Godfrey served 
for two years as Supervisor. Voting by 
ballot was established by the time that 
North Collins was settled but unlike today 
was usually in taverns and only men voted. 
If the district were an outlying one it some- 
times took two or three days to gather the 
returns. There were two polling places in 
the town. One was in Shirley, while it was 
still a thriving community, the other in 
Langford, at that time called Sipples after 
a pioneer settler in the area. By 1910 all 
voting took place in the village of North 
Collins. Shortly, however, another change 
was made and today there are four polling 
districts in the town - two in the village, 
one in Langford and a fourth in Lawtons. 
Regular elections are held in November; 
village elections are in March. 
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Batavia, N.Y. 


As in most early settlements, trans- 
portation was slow in developing. The 
old, winding Indian 
trails through the forest which followed 
lines of least physical resistance. Many of 
our wide, modern highways still follow 
some trails with straightened 
curves and bridges to improve and shorten 
the routes. 

Many of the early Erie County 
roads were laid out by the Holland Land 
Company and were of poor quality. Towns 
were divided into road districts and much 
of the work of building and maintaining 
these roads was done by the settlers. About 
1844 plank roads were introduced but were 
not durable. When heavier modern vehicles 
come into use, the planks were either 
removed or buried deeply under more 
serviceable materials. The Versailles Road 
in North Collins is one example. Eventu- 
ally, the county, state and individual towns 
assumed responsibility for the roads. 

Lack of transportation except on 
foot or horseback, almost no mail and few 
visitors made the early settlers one huge 
family. For many years, this meant friend- 
ship, intermarriage, and all the social and 
religious activities were conducted in a 
limited environment. As was typical of 
most new areas, the small settlements were 
dependent on their own efforts. There was 
little “hired help” and neighbors worked 
together to build their crude homes, raise 
barns, husk corn, draw in logs and build 
fences. These group activities were called 
“bees” and were held for almost any 
necessary activity. 

n southern Erie County the settlers 
first followed the Lake Erie shore and the 
Niagara River, but soon discovered such 
smaller streams as the Cattaraugus and 18- 


Mile Creek along which they set up their 


roads were usually 


of these 
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pioneer homes. Water was required for 
their two most necessary industries - saw 
mills and grist mills. 

About 1807 Jacob Taylor, a Quaker 
or Friend, built two mills in Collins at a spot 
which became known as ‘‘Taylor’s Hollow.” 
Three families from among his followers 
moved into the area now known as North 
Collins. They were Abram Tucker, his 
brother Samuel, and Stephen Sisson. Sam- 
uel was the first to come into this section 
overland. Instead of following the lake 
shore and Cattaraugus Creek, he traveled 
the old Indian trails which took him 
through Eden Valley. Among his posses- 
sions were a big barrel of pork and another 
of flour. He rolled these up and down the 
steeper hills encountered along the trail. 

Samuel, his brother, and Stephen 
Sisson settled about two miles south of the 


present village of North Collins. They built 
log cabins and cleared some of the land not 
far from Jacob Taylor’s mills. Soon other 
families, both Friends and non-Quakers 
joined them, most of the latter settling a 
little farther north in what became the 
village of North Collins. 

Gradually, newer, more modern 
ways and equipment replaced the old pio- 
neer practices. Better transportation facil- 
ities which expanded travel and improved 
mail deliveries soon broadened the small, 
self-centered villages in size, in their rela- 
tionships with other areas, in education, 
and eventually, in business and social ven- 
tures. North Collins followed this pattern. 

There may have been some confu- 
sion in the village of North Collins because 
of its various early names. About 1822 
Chester Rose opened a small store on Main 
Street near where Speedy’s is today. This 
was a busy spot and became known as 
Rose’s Corners. Later, for a short time, it 
was called Kerr’s Corners when three broth- 
ers, James, John and Patterson Kerr, built 
their homes and a store across from Rose. 

The early importance of grazing 
was indicated when bounties were offered 
for wolves that killed many valuable 
sheep and cattle. In 1828 this bounty 
amounted to $50 for any wolf killed in the 
town, a considerable outlay of cash. 

There were small industries in the 
village, most of which survived only briefly. 
These included a bakery on Main Street, 
a piano store on Sherman Avenue, a cigar 
maker, a small printing office and even a 
weekly newspaper. There were stores, of 
course, hotels, a post office, churches, 
lodges, a school and any other necessary 
activities to keep a small village thriving. 

Timber stands were a valuable source 
of income--not, however, through the sale 
of lumber, instead, Nard woods such a hard_woods_such_as 
beech, maple and elm were burned and the 


ashes sold to “asheries’” to be made into 


potash or “black salts” as they were called. 
Several companies used this to make what 
today would be considered a very crude 
laundry soap. The ashery in North Collins 
was located on the corner of what is now 
Main Street and Orchard Place. The old 
Grange Hall was moved there when its site 
was purchased for the present village ceme- 
tery. 


A man by the name of Victor 
Foose made caskets in a small building on 
the corner of Main and Spruce Streets. He 
later moved to Sherman Avenue near the 
railroad and added a line of furniture. 
Sales were not good, however, and in 1900 
he sold the building. The machines were 
purchased for a lumber mill on High Street, 
and the store was made into a small hotel, 
known as the “Pan-American House,” 
which later burned. In 1883 George W. 
Belknap established a handle factory which 
he later sold to William P. Sherman who 
converted it into a basket factory and 
operated for several years near the railroad 
south of the village. A busy brickyard was 
nearby. The village had a blacksmith, 
Reuben David, who added the rather unique 
line of drying and selling herbs. He also 
distilled the oils from peppermint and 
spearmint and sold these products to doc- 
tors and pharmacists all over the country 
for several years. 


Most of the buildings were wooden 
structures and today when one asks where 
some particular building is, the answer 
seems to be, “It burned.” 


In 1810, a road was built through 
the North Collins area. Called the “‘Cattar- 
augus Road,” it ran across Sardinia, Con- 
cord and North Collins to Lawtons. Today 
it is the much traveled Genesee Road. The 
first improved road through the village of 
North Collins was built in 1908 — a gravel 
road, 32 feet wide. Today Route 62 goes 
through the village from Buffalo, and there 


are many other good county and state roads 
through the town. 

The methods of mail delivery have 
also vastly improved. Before 1812 there 
were no regular routes through the area 
and letters were carried by visiting friends 
North Collins was still listed 
as “Collins” until about 1874 even though 
it did have its own small post office. The 
mail was delivered in a covered carriage from 
Buffalo through Hamburg and Eden and on 
to Collins, Angola and Gowanda twice a 
week. Later this route was shortened and 
more deliveries were added. When the rail- 
road came through the town in 1872, it 
carried most of the mail from Buffalo to 
Jamestown. Rural delivery routes have been 
established for many years. 

Other facilities also came into the 
town. A small, locally owned telephone 
line was brought in about 1904. Its switch- 
board was located in a home. The company 
was later sold to the Bell Telephone Comp- 
any, and a central operator was established 
on Noyes Street. The company now 
occupies a small, neat building across from 
the original site. 

North Collins has had several chur- 
ches of different denominations. The 
Society of Friends was followed closely by 
the Congregationalists who organized their 
society in 1818. The original members of 
this church were all from one family - John 
Stanclift, Sr., his sons, daughters and their 
children. At that time it was the custom of 
the Holland Land Company to grant 100 
acres to the first church organization in a 
township. John Stanclift’s church received 
such a grant, not in the village, however, but 
further along School Street on what was 
considered a poor piece of uncleared land. 
To offset the grant, Willard Stanclift, a son 
of John, Sr., exchanged an acre of his own 
valuable village property on what is now the 


or relatives. 


North Collins. 


First Congregational Church, 


corner of Main and School Streets. Here a 
church was built and one corner of the lot 
became the first village cemetery. The 
church has been replaced twice. In 1921 
the cemetery was discontinued and most of 
those interred were removed to the present 
North Collins cemetery south of the village 
on Route 62 at Shirley Road. 

In 1848 a Methodist-Episcopal 
church was built on Main Street, near the 
Congregationalists. This was disbanded, 
however, in 1920 when the building was 
sold to the Congregational Church which 
moved it to the rear of their building. Here 
it was known for years as ‘Pilgrim Hall.” 
When the present Congregational Church 
was built in 1961 both structures were torn 
down. In 1889 a Free Methodist society 
was organized. The church stood on the 


corner of Main and Kimble Avenue which 
is now the site of the new North Collins 
Post Office. The church society has long 
been disbanded. 

There have been three Roman Cath- 
olic churches in the village, as well as St. 
Martin’s in Langford and St. Mary’s in New 
Oregon. St. John’s and Sacred Heart were 
in the village but were united when a new 
church, Holy Spirit, was established on 
Route 62 at Hawley Road, in 1958. All 
three churches have elementary parochial 
schools under their direction. 

Another small church on Brant 
Street is the Anglo-Catholic Church of the 
Sacred Heart of Mary, founded in June, 
1932, by the Rev. Gesu Giovanna Alvarez. 
The church was dedicated on August 25, 
1935, and consecrated by the Buffalo Bishop 
of the Episcopal Church on August 15, 
1949. It is well known and attended by 
people from a wide area. 

The newest church in the town is 
the Christian Fellowship Church on Bantle 
Road. It was founded in 1961 when 18 
members of the First Congregational Church 
in the village separated from that organiz.:- 
tion to form the new society. The church, 
and later a parsonage, were built almost 
entirely by the members. During the 
excavation of the church cellar, the men 
struck a spring of fresh water which has 
remained a source of supply adequate to all 
the water needs of the church and its 
parsonage. 

Schools are very important in the 
growth of any town. It is hard to realize 
today what those early schools and their 
teachers were and what they meant in a 
community. The earliest school in North 
Collins was a log structure near what is to- 
day the corner of Main Street and Kimble 
Avenue. Its teacher was Phoebe Southwick, 
daughter of an early settler, Job Southwick, 
Sr. Pupils attended for only a few weeks a 


year. The school was one room with a 
wood burning stove in the middle, a water 
pail on a shelf with a tin cup, a kerosene 
lamp for extra light and a pupil acting as a 
rather indifferent janitor. Teachers received 
a salary of $1.50, or less, a week. 

The next school was a two-room 
frame building, built about 1835, on the 
corner of Main and School Streets, the site 
of the present high school. In 1883 this was 
replaced by a two-story building which 
became a Union Free School in 1890. 
After 1899, Regents Scholarships were 
granted and in the same year another much 
larger structure with a library and laboratory 
equipment was erected as a high school with 
eight teachers. In 1913, an annex was 
added, but the school burned on April 1, 
1935. A new building, dedicated June 10, 
1937, had elementary grades as well as 
junior and senior high school facilities. An 
addition in 1951 provided for a new art 
room and enlarged the cafeteria, gymnasium 
and industrial arts departments. In 1960 
several departments in the high school 
building were revamped to create a new 
guidance department, better facilities for 
home economics, business, science and a 
modern music department with better prac- 
tice rooms and a separate classroom for 
vocal pupils. 

In 1958 a new primary school was 
erected on Bantle Road for kindergarten 
and the first three grades. In 1960 the 
building was enlarged to a full elementary 
school with grades through six. In 1967, 
another expansion program was carried out 
which included a new gymnasium, a larger 
library and extra space for the kindergarten, 
art and music departments. 

About 1895 natural gas was discov- 
ered near Shirley and several wells were 
sunk. Both the villages of North Collins 
and Lawtons had their own gas companies 
for a time which were later sold to the 


Iroquois Gas Company of Buffalo. A 
pumping station and water system were 
installed in the village in 1916 which have 
been enlarged and improved. Electricity 
was added in 1919. The first sewer, 
installed about 1897, has since been en- 
larged several times, vastly improved and 
extended over a wider area of service. 

A Volunteer Fire Department was 
organized in the village of North Collins in 
1889, and most of the original equipment 
was purchased through private donations. 
A small fire hall was built on Harrison 
Avenue in 1890. Three years later the 
department moved to a larger building on 
Main Street where a much larger fire hall 
was erected in 1956. It also houses village 
offices, a large space for public meetings, 
elections and dinners. Another large second 
floor room is used as a meeting place for 
the firemen. The first motor truck was 
purchased in 1926. There are now several 
pieces of modern equipment, radio control, 
and the men are trained and highly efficient. 
In 1944, the Langford-New Oregon Volun- 
teer Fire Company was organized, and in 
1945 a similar one was established in 
Lawtons. Both today have fire halls and 
modern equipment. 

A library association was organized 
in 1878. For many years books were kept 
in members’ homes where the mectings 
were also held, but in 1921 the collections 
were permanently located in a building on 
Center Street, donated by the Women’s 
Relief Corps of the old Noyes Post G.A.R. 
This library became a part of the Buffalo 
and Erie County Public Library system in 
1951. 

The North Collins Historical Society 
was organized in 1942. The Society ob- 
tained a permanent charter in 1950, the 
second one in the county to have such a 
charter. In 1960 the society was given space 


on the second floor of the library for a 
small museum. 

Over a period of years the town 
evolved into specialized areas--dairy farms 
in the east and a hop growing center in the 
west. The latter proved to be well suited 
for the growing of small fruits and vegeta- 
bles, and the western area later became 
famous for these products around which 
one of the town’s main industries devel- 
oped — the operation of several canning 
factories and, today, the processing of 
frozen foods. 

Among the very carly canneries 
were the Western New York Preserving 
Company, the Erie Preserving Company 
and a little later the Helen Packing Corp., 
today the Producer-Canners Company. The 
Growers and Packers Canning Company, a 
cooperative formed by seven farmers in 
1936, was started in a former dairy and 
milk plant. Although it recently moved to 
Eden, the big plant in North Collins remains 
a busy warehouse and shipping center. A 
third cannery in Lawtons uses a plant 
formerly occupied by the Queen City Dairy 
of Buffalo. A new, related industry in 
North Collins is the recently established 
branch of the Continental Can Company’s 
Metal Division, situated near the railroad 
Just north of the village. 

A unit of the Cooperative Grange 
League Federation Exchange, Inc., now 
known as Ag-way, was opened in the town 
in 1920. This farmers’ cooperative still has 
a large store in the village even though its 
fertilizer plant has been discontinued. 
There is now a blending plant on Milestrip 
Road which meets the fertilizer needs of 
the farmers. 

Today_there are five small hamlets 
in_the town of North Collins, in addition to 
the village which received its charter in 
1911.  Lawtons was named for John 


Lawtons, a pioneer who came to the area in 
1813, and many of his descendants still live 
in the town. It has always been a farming 
community and the cannery is its only 
major industry. Shirley was at one time a 
thriving hamlet with a saw mill, a hotel and 
other businesses. When the railroad came 
through North Collins in 1872, it by-passed 
Shirley and spelled its doom. Since then it 
has joined the rank of the farming commu- 
nity. Langford, settled about 1836 by a 
group of German pioneers, is a rich dairy 


section and at one time had several small 


dairies and cheese factories. New Oregon 
was also settled by people of German 
ancestry and has remained an agricultural 
section of the town. Marshfield, once a 
center of a famous dairy "and cheese making 
industry, has since reverted to farming, 

Today, North Collins is a thriving 
community of more than 1500 people. 
Although many changes have occurred 
during the 150 years since the first settlers 
arrived, it remains largely an area devoted 
to farming and farm-related industries. 
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